
1 

LESSONS IN HASHKAFA & HALACHA FROM THE PARSHA 

 וירא בלק וכו':

      Balak "saw".  The Zohar tells us that there are three types of seeing:  The 

physical sense of vision - i.e. what our eyes see, ruach ha'kodesh which is a 

spiritual inspiration (this is expressed by Shlomo Hamelech throughout  Koheles 

when he records his observations about the world as what he has seen), and 

full prophecy which, while it is achieved through a high level of kedusha, can 

also be accomplished via a great level of tumah.  Balak, says the Zohar, saw in 

all three ways.  He saw what the B'nei Yisroel did to the Emori'im.  He 

understood what was in store and he knew what could cause their downfall.  

With this vision in hand, Balak set out to hire Bilaam to curse the Jews and was 

driven to succeed in causing their downfall. 

      Balak wasn't the only non-Jew who reacted to B'nei Yisroel's success. 

When Yisro heard of the Jew's triumph over the Mitzrim, he converted and 

embraced a Torah lifestyle. That's quite a different reaction.  More than this, as 

R' Zalman Sorotzkin zt"l points out, while Yisro only heard, Balak saw.  Seeing 

is more tangible and easier to accept as fact.  Hearing a piece of information 

always leaves room from doubts.  It should follow then, that Balak should have 

been more impressed and convinced than Yisro was. After all, seeing is 

believing, and this is without considering the higher dimensions of Balak's 

vision.  Yet, the opposite occurred.  While Yisro was inspired by what he heard, 

Balak opted to fight what he knew to be true.  Yisro had a vision of greatness.  
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Balak's ambitions for evil caused him to ignore everything he saw.  Clearly, it is 

approach, not vision, that is key.  Indeed, Chazal (Avos) advise us to avoid ayin 

ha'ra, the negative outlook espoused by Bilaam who became Balak's right hand 

man. 

     There is a powerful lesson here.  A positive attitude is essential.  One can 

accomplish great spiritual heights, even experience prophecy like Balak, and 

trade it all for arrogance and promotion of self.  Yet one who is motivated to 

become inspired, can find greatness in everything, even if he only heard a little 

bit.  This is true in many ways.  In parshas Shelach, the Jews were punished for 

slandering Eretz Yisroel, and because their sojourn lasted forty days, they were 

sentenced to wandering in the desert for a corresponding forty years.  On the 

surface, the mathematics seem simple, but if we think about it, the sin of the 

meraglim only last a few moments; the length of time it took for them to convey 

the slanderous report.  Rav Chaim Shmulevitz zt”l explains that this is not so, 

for speaking an ill report is only the culmination of the aveirah of loshon hara.  

The spies were faulted for their attitude.  They approached their mission with 

negativity and therefore sinned.  Had they embarked with a positive attitude in 

mind they would have succeeded. 

 We are entering the three week period of mourning destruction.  

Destruction of the Beis HaMikdash, destruction of a land, and of its people.  

Chazal tell us that all of this came about because of sinas chinam.  This is 
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usually mistranslated as baseless hatred.  This is incorrect.  Jews don’t hate 

others for no reason at all.  We have a tendency however to hate others without 

sufficient cause.  This is free hatred – sinas chinam – and it is our job to 

eradicate ourselves of this terrible trait.  If we learn to focus on maintaining a 

positive attitude, we can promote love and friendship between Jews, and 

reverse the damage made in millennia of exile. 

 

 מי האנשים האלה עמך

 When Balak sent emissaries to Bilam to request his help in cursing K’lal 

Yisroel, Bilam invited these men to stay overnight as perhaps Hashem would 

“change His mind.” As if Hakadosh Boruch Hu had no knowledge (chas 

v’sholom) of why these men came to visit, he asked Bilam, “Who are these men 

that are with you?” The Ohr HaChayim HaKadosh explains that Bilam took the 

words “with you” to mean Hashem was telling him that it was not proper or 

befitting for these ordinary people to lodge with such a highly respectable figure 

such as Bilam. Whether or not this was indeed the Ribono Shel Olam’s 

intention, it is clear that Bilam thought quite highly of himself and it was his 

arrogance and pursuit of kavod that led to his downfall. Indeed “kavod” - or the 

pursuit of it - is one of the three things that Chazal say cause a person to be 

removed from the world. (Jealousy and chasing after one’s lusts and desires 

are the other two.) 
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 HaRav Chaim Shmuelevitz zt”l observes how absurd it is to pursue kavod. 

It is not something tangible or valuable in and of itself. Yet, those who pursue it 

do so without letting up. We find that Haman, who was perhaps the second-

most powerful man in the world at the time, could not live with the fact that one 

Jew - Mordechai - refused to bow down to him. He possessed tremendous 

wealth and was the head of a large family, but despite this he declared that as 

long as Mordechai wouldn’t bow to him, everything else was worth nothing! If 

you think about it, this statement is absolutely ludicrous. Imagine you came to 

an elaborate yom tov meal where only the finest wines were served. The 

challos were fresh and perfectly-baked and each course was served with a 

variety of choices; three kinds of fish, five different types of salads etc. 

Absolutely everything was perfect in every way possible, except, there was no 

potato kugel, and you absolutely love potato kugel. Although this might cast a 

shadow on your simchas yom tov, you would hardly say that the rest of the 

seudah was completely worthless. Why then was Haman preoccupied with 

Mordechai bowing to him? 

 HaRav Shmuelevitz explains that the difference between the desire for 

kavod and all other desires is that kavod is something that has no reality. It is 

false, and a product of our imagination. We imagine that we deserve honor and 

when somebody doesn’t honor us, we are devastated by the failure to meet our 

expectations. 
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 According to the tradition of the Arizal, the name of Hashem in musaf of 

Rosh Chodesh corresponds to a different posuk each month. The posuk for the 

month of Tamuz is “zeh einenu shoveh li.” It seems odd that the kavana for the 

name of Hashem for any of the months should be taken from the words of 

Haman ha’rasha. We would like to suggest the following approach: We 

mentioned that one of the “unique” things about kavod is that it is complete 

sheker, falsehood. This however, is only true regarding us. True kavod however, 

belongs to Hakadosh Boruch Hu. We are supposed to honor Him and indeed, 

being marbeh k’vod Shomayim (increasing His honor) is our main purpose in 

this world. If we look around us, yiddishkeit seems to be thriving. The number of 

yeshivos, kollelim and shiurim far exceeds what existed just a few decades ago. 

The number of seforim in both lashon ha’Kodesh and English that are published 

each week alone is astonishing. Torah and yiddishkeit are growing 

exponentially! We are however missing one thing: The Beis HaMikdash; 

Hakadosh Boruch Hu’s true place of honor. Lest we think that this is just one 

small aspect of k’vod Shomayim, Hashem lets us know in no uncertain terms: 

“zeh einenu shoveh li” – [Without My place of honor] all this is not worth it for 

Me! This is something we need to be reminded of as we enter chodesh Tamuz. 

The three weeks starting on the 17th of Tamuz are more than just a set of 

restrictions; no haircuts, weddings etc. Our mourning is not only about the 

destruction of the Beis HaMikdash over two thousand years ago. We grieve 

over the fact that we don’t have the Beis HaMikdash today! But the message 
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goes further. The churban ha’bayis happened because of sinas chinam. In 

order to rebuild it we need to rid ourselves of this ugliness and instead pursue 

ahavas chinam. Perhaps Hashem is also telling us: “Without ahavas Yisroel, kol 

zeh eino shoveh li - all the Torah and mitzvos is not worth it!” 

 

 ארץ בני עמו וכו'

 Bilam was unique.  No other gentile in history merited to have the shechina 

rest upon him. What was so special about this rasha that he was zocheh to this 

high level of prophesy? 

 Rashi maintains that the Ribono shel Olam gave it to him in order to 

preempt the nations of the world's claim and defense.  Before Bilam, the umos 

ha-olam could have always claimed that had they been given a leader like 

Moshe Rabeinu, they too would have come to do teshuva.  Bilam was such an 

individual yet he did not accomplish this feat, thereby dismissing the claim. 

 While this approach quite clearly demonstrates the stark contrast between 

Moshe Rabeinu and Bilam harasha, it seems to still leave the goyim with what 

to claim.  After all, they didn't get a Moshe Rabeinu.  Perhaps if they would, 

things might be different. 

 HaRav Boruch Sorotzkin זצ''ל addresses the issue as follows:  We make 

the mistake of thinking that Moshe became who he was as a result of his 
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closeness to Hashem.  This is not entirely true.  Moshe, like all members of k'lal 

Yisroel, possessed an intrinsic level of kedusha and potential for good.  This, 

together with the hashra'as ha-shechina he was zocheh to, enabled him to lead 

the nation in a spiritual upward progression. 

 Every yid is imbued with kedusha and is capable of wondrous 

accomplishments, as long as he uses his potential properly.  Chazal comment 

that Torah is a "sama d'chaya v'sama d'mavsa" - it is an elixir for life and a 

potion of death; if used properly it gives life, but its misuse can be deadly. 

 This is true of any aspect of kedusha.  Moshe Rabeinu's innate tendencies 

for good brought him to utilize the hashra'as ha-shechina properly.  Bilam 

misused the opportunity.  Lacking the intrinsic kedusha of a ben Yisroel, he took 

the level of nevu'ah he reached and led the people of Mo'av to sink even lower.  

Bilam led them to illicit behavior which they had previously been careful to 

avoid.  For Bilam, becoming a navi was indeed a most deathly potion. 

 Ultimately Bilam and Moshe were granted identical opportunities, but  Bilam 

lacked the kedushas Yisroel and therefore faltered.   May we be zocheh to call 

upon our natural tendencies for kedusha and tahara to use and not abuse the 

opportunities for greatness that are afforded to us. 
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 ויקם בלעם בבקר וכו'

 Bilam was a navi.  He was fully aware that Hashem wouldn't permit him to 

curse k'lal Yisroel.  It is therefore difficult to understand why, when Hashem 

granted him permission to go with Balak but not curse k'lal Yisroel, he went with 

them.  Bilam knew through nevu'ah that although Hashem had 'changed His 

decision' vis-à-vis Bilam's journey to visit Balak, there was absolutely no chance 

in the world that he would be allowed to curse k'lal Yisroel.  Why then, did Bilam 

go ahead with this journey? 

 We see from here, explains HaRav Moshe Feinstein  זצ''לjust how powerful 

the yetzer hara is.  Although Bilam knew that it was not within his power to 

curse Hashem's beloved people, he proceeded to go against Hashem's will, as 

much as he could.  This is a lesson for life; even where the yetzer hara cannot 

succeed, he nevertheless attempts to defy the ratzon Hashem as much as 

possible. 

 

 ויפתח ה' את פי האתון וכו':

      When Bilam's donkey came face to face with a malach and refused to keep 

walking, Bilam hit beat her.  The animal opened its mouth and attempted to 

rebuke Bilam for his behavior.  Generally speaking, donkeys don't talk. Indeed, 

according to one opinion, the ability for Bilam's donkey to speak was Part of the 
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final moments of Creation, just before the very first Shabbos began.  This itself 

begs explanation. What is so significant about Bilam's donkey speaking that this 

had to be built into the Creation of the world.  Furthermore, what exactly was 

Hashem trying to tell Bilam? Surely Hakadosh Boruch Hu could have found 

some other way to convey His message. 

    The Chofetz Chaim suggests that Bilam was to understand from his verbal 

exchange with the donkey that even his koach ha'dibur (power of speech) was 

only because the Ribono shel Olam gave him this ability, as a gift. Indeed, 

Bilam was a true prophet for the nations and was in some ways as great as 

Moshe (although he seriously abused his greatness).  The non-Jewish world 

recognized his ability to bless and curse and that is why Balak sent a contingent 

of men to persuade Bilam to curse the Jews.  Bilam knew this, and while he did 

understand to a certain extent that his abilities were contingent on Hakadosh 

Boruch Hu's approval, he became somewhat conceited, believing that it was his 

koach. Perhaps this is why Bilam continued to attempt to curse k'lal Yisroel 

despite the fact that Hashem had repeatedly advised him otherwise.  Bilam 

didn't get the message and so Hakadosh Boruch Hu sent him a speaking 

donkey.  When the donkey stopped moving, Bilam thought he could force the 

situation and Hashem sent him a talking donkey. The underlying message was: 

"if you believe that this gift is yours to do with what you want and that it 
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somehow makes you great, realize that your ability to speak is none other than 

a gift from Hashem and that He could give it to the animals as well. 

     Many of also make Bilam's mistake.  Although our intent is far from 

malicious, we often fall into the trap of believing that our talents and abilities are 

ours and we are entitled to take credit for them.  Perhaps some of us begin to 

feel a bit of arrogance and look down upon other who cannot speak, write, sing, 

dance, etc. as well as we can. Then there is the other side of the picture - those 

of us who feel inadequate because we cannot dance, sing, write or speak as 

well as "everyone else".   This attitude is wrong and is nothing more than an 

attempt of the yetzer hara to make us fail where we can succeed.  The bottom 

line is, Hashem endows each of us with unique talents and strengths so that we 

can serve Him. Our job is to be mekadesh sheim shomayim to the best of our 

abilities using our gifts to make the world a better and holier place.  Perhaps 

this is why Bilam's donkey's ability to speak was created in the final moments of 

Creation, ultimately, the message it carries forms the foundation of the world. 
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